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A Letter From the U.S, General Services Aﬂministmﬁng

15 January, 1999
Dear Friends of the African Burial Ground:

The U.S. General Services Administration (GSA) is fully com-~
mitted to the African Burial Ground Project and has consistent-
ly acted in the public interest to meet its obligations to support
this National Historic Landmark as directed by Congress.

In 1991, the GSA agreed with the Advisory Council on Historic
Preservation (ACHP) to “make available an amount not to ex-
ceed one percent of the estimated construction cost of (290
Broadway) to implement data recovery and mitigation.” The
agency also agreed that “after review and comment on the
research design by the (ACHP) and the (New York City Land-
marks Preservation Commission), GSA shall ensure that the
plan is implemented.” GSA and the ACHP signed an Amend-
ment to the Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) stipulating
both these points.

GSA calculates its current and planned expenditures for data
recovery and mitigation at more than $15 million. Subtracting
the $3 million which Congress directed the agency to set aside
for memorialization, and the additional $1 million GSA has bud-
geted to support memorialization, the agency has spent nearly
$12 million on data recovery and mitigation. This is nearly four
times the “not-to-exceed” amount stipulated in the agreement
between GSA and the ACHP. There are no specific appropria-
tions from Congress for this project: all of the money spent to
date has come out of GSA's regular budget and is taken from
existing programs. These expenditures constitute an extra-
ordinary level of Federal support for this unique undertaking.

GSA will be meeting with the Advisory Council on Historic
Preservation to assess the agency’s mitigation efforts to date,
and define further requirements per the MOA, as amended.

(Continued on page 13)

“The quest for reparsations has a long and deeply rooted history in the life and struggles of the

African American community “ - Robert L. Allen, Black Scholar Magazine , Vol 28, No. 2, 1998,




Status of the Archaeologncal |nvestlgatxon

Jean Howson, Ph.D.

‘We have come a very long way
'since the archaeological excava-
tion and building construction be-
gan simultaneously back in the
Spring of 1991, thanks to a commu-
nity that insisted on taking controf.
Thanks also goes to Dr. Blakey,

without whom the Project would not
exist. | have been involved with the
Project in various ways, but in the
past year in particular, I've been
‘working closely with Dr. Warren
Perry, Director of Archaeology for
the Project. | want to start by touch-
ing on where archaeological analy-
sis fits into the overall project, then
turn to some specifics of the work
we are doing.

What exactly do we mean when we
talk about the “archaeological
investigation” of the African Burial
Ground? Although all of the team
on the Project work closely togeth-
er and share overarching goals, we
have special areas of technical
expertise. Biological anthropolo-
gists and geneticists study the
human remains, and historians
.examine written documents which
isurvive from the period when the
‘cemetery was used.

As archaeologists, our particular
technical expertise is in excavating
‘remains, recording their exact loca-
tion and positions. We identify all
material items other than the hu-
‘man bones, figuring out how they
got where we found them, dating
this material, dating burials, ard
looking for patterns in the spatial
arrangement of burials,

‘Beyond all of these things, though,
‘we seek to understand the cultural
:meanings represented by material

iremains. When people bury their
;d@ad th&w actions are filled with

meanings such as their relationship
with the person who has died, their
new relationship with that person’s
spirit, maintaining connections with
others who went before (the ances-
tars), beliefs about how to assist in
the transition of death by proper
handling and placement of the
body, as well as beliefs about the
spiritual properties of objects and
symbols.

Knowing this, we the archaeolo-
gists start by assuming that every-
thing that was dug up at this site
potentially can tell us something
about the African people who lived
and died in New York during the
colonial and early national period.

We employ many specific methods
for using the raw data of archaeolo-
gy to gather information about peo-
ple in the past. To begin with, we
could not just look at the artifacts
that were excavated as if they
existed in isolation and speculate on
their meanings, any more than we
can look at the human remains as
though they came from a scientific
lab rather than a cemetery. We
needed first to conceptually “recon-
struct” the cemetery, meaning re-
create on paper and on computers
that which was destroyed through
excavation. While the records from
the field work, which include notes,
drawings and photographs, show
how each burial looked, we need to
piece together the records, review
them minutely, and cross-check all
notes in order to understand a
number of important things, includ-
ing: 1) how burials were related to
each other in space, 2) whether
some of the items which came to us
in storage

boxes or sitting in the display case
had been deliberately placed in th
grave, on the grave, or accidently
found their way into the grave fill,
3) disturbances to bur als whic
took place after burial, 4) and pa
terns of coffin types, body orient
tion, burial depth, and density
burials across the site.

All of this is part of establishing
what we call “archaeclogical con-
text” for everything we have. It is!
one of the essential steps we have.
to take if we want to go further
toward understanding the actions
and beliefs that resulted in what we!
find archaeologically. We are cur-:
rently nearing completion of the
very basic task of accurately relat-
ing burials and items within vertical
and horizontal space and recording,
all of that information on computer. |

It is one thing to have information in
a computer, but our goals for both
further analysis and for presenting
the reconstruction of the African
Burial Ground to others call for gra-
phic display as well. We are cur-
remy involved in the task of map-:
ping the African Burial Ground
using Computer Aided Design and.
Drafting, or CADD. This work has
required, and will continue to re-
quire many, many hours of pain-
staking work.

The two-dimensional mapping of:
the burials is nearing completion..
Staff working at the CADD labora-:
tory under the direction of Dr.
Robert Bethea at Howard Univer-:
sity and archaeologists working in:
New York are sending the maps
back and forth for editing and cor-:
rections. Ruth Mathis, a memberofg}
the New York archaeological staff.
has been able to spend a week at
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Howard working closely with the
CADD staft to make sure the
.jlarchaeological information is clear-
ly presented and consistent.
Reraining work includes incorpo-
rating the drawings and pho-
tographs of the human remains
into the CADD maps, “placing” all
artifacts determined to be burial-
related into the maps, and adding
the vertical dimension so that our
final computer graphics will be
three-dimensional. Since the exist-
ing hand-drawn site maps do not
include depths, one thing we have
been doing is going back to field
notes. With the help of our comput-
er program, we have caloulated
absolute elevations (measure-
ments above sea level) for points
on each burial, coffin, and, where
available, the artifacts.

Again, this very basic, and pain-
staking task is nearing completion.
I should point out that we don't
always have the information we
would like in order to create accu-
rate 3-dimensional renderings of
burials. {deally in the future, peo-
ple will be able to sit at a computer
screen and view the burial ground
as though trom above, and then
move beneath the surface to see it
in cross section. This will take time
and money, and we hope it
becomes a reality.

Before moving on | want to explain
one of the reasons we are being so
careful in our analysis of the burials
in space and in relation to each
other. Since this cemetery was
used over many generations, one
of the main goals of the Project is
to shed light on changes which
took place within the community
and culture of New York City’s early
African population,

We are trying to develop a “peri-
odization” for the African Burial
Ground-- that is group the burials
into early, middle, and late, or at
least two groups, early and late-- to
see if we can detect changes over
time. Change over time may show
up in terms of health patterns,

physical quality of life, places of ori-
gin, the demographic structure of
the community (numbers of men,
women, and children and their ages)
and of course, burial practices.

But the time factor is extremely dif-
ficult to assign. This is because the
bones themselves cannot be dat-
ed, but most of the artifacts can be
dated to a very long time span.
Therefore, rather than dating indi-
vidual burials we need to establish
sequences of burials by looking at
their relationships in vertical and
horizontal space, then see what
kinds of differences correspond to
earlier and later burials.

S——

Fig. 1 :

This portion
ol a field

map indicates
overlapping
burials 55,

68, and 53
with different
coffin shapes.
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Map courtesy of General bervices Amliatration

Just as an example, if the burials
underneath tend to have one
shape of coffin and the burials on
top, which must have been placed
in the ground at least a bit later,
tend to have another shape, this
may mean a change in style over
time (see Fig. 1 above), which in
turn would allow us to assign buri-
als to earlier or later groups. Or
perhaps such a pattern will emerge
in terms of a physical difference,
such as disease indicators, We
can then ask what such time relat-
ed differences mean in terms of
how the enslaved and free Africans
in New York lived their lives and
dealt with death.

Several of us are working on this ques-
tion of what we call “relative-dating,” and
I'd like to mention in particular an impor-
tant member of the Project team. Dr.
Augustin Holl is an African scholar of
archaeology who originally hails from
Cameroons and is currently at the
University of Califomia in San Diego.
One of Dr., Blakey's goals in putting to-
gether this team was to have Aficanists
as well as Americanist archaeologists,
and Dr. Holl has brought us an imporant
African perspective as well as methods
he has developed for analysis of space
and ime at cemetery sites,

Turning now to another of the ways
that digging in the dirt helps pro-
vide information about past peo-
ple’s lives, | want to briefly fill you in
on the status of soil samples which
were taken from each burial. Since
we did not do the excavations our-
selves, we do not always know ex-
actly where each of the thousand
or so bags of soil which were
stored in the lab came from. But in
most cases, some soil was taken
from immediately above the coffin
lid and some was sampled from the
place where a person’s stomach or
sometimes bowel contents would
have been.

Once we recorded in the computer
all of the samples according to
where they had been taken from,
we were ready to have various
kinds of scientific analysis done on
them. Three basic types of analysis
were chosen: 1) Macro-plant analy-
sis. Fairly large soil samples were
put through a flotation process and
charred seeds and other plant
remains floated to the surface of a
tank. They were then collected for
microscopic identification. These
remains may have been from
plants which grew in the cemetery,
from plants placed in a grave, or
from incompletely digested food in
a person’s stomach. 2) Pollen
analysis. Pollen grains were ex-
tracted from small samples of soil
and analyzed.




:Polien is normally present in soil
from plants which are naturally-
occurring in an area, but may also
be from plants placed in a grave, or
ingested prior to death, 3) Para-
sitology. Small samples of solil
were examined for remains of
microscopic parasites found in the
human body.

Last year, pilot studies were done,
using a selection of burials in order
to determine which kinds of analy-
sis might prove most successful in
producing new information. The
macro-plant study and the pollen
study done by our sub-consultants
produced results which are in-
teresting and hold further promise,
while the parasitological pilot study
failed to produce results.

Dr. Perry is now in the process of
selecting a larger group of burials
for these specialized studies. The
selection will be based on'a num-
ber of criteria which are being refin-
ed, including age, sex, and health
attributes, as well as burial place-
ment within the cemetery, coffin
type, the presence of artifacts, and
so forth.

Turning now to artifacts. First a
system had to be implemented
where artifact information could be
recorded in a way that related to all
other burial information. That sys-
tem is in place now, and the artifact
analysis proceeds. | should explain
that thus far we have only exam-
ined those artifacts which under-
went conservation after they were
excavated. This would include only
items which were thought to have
been deliberately placed with an
individual’s body, or in some cases,
metal objects thought to have dec-
orated coffins. | have learned that
we will shortly receive the report
from Project conservators which

will contain basic descriptive infor-
mation on these materials and on
the treatment they received.

We have barely begun our exami-
nation of all of the thousands of
items which were recovered slse-

where, such as from grave sur-
faces or grave shaft fill, nor has the
coffin hardware (nails, screws and
tacks) been examined thoroughly.
As of today we have not received
the go-ahead to proceed with this
work.

Another of the archaeologists on
the team, Dr. Leonard Bianchi, has
already reexamined most of the
items treated by the conservators.
Minute examination is essential for
some items, because we are inter-
ested in the meanings of even the
smallest details of style. Let's look
at one example:

‘ Photo credit: General Services Administration

Five buttons came from one man’s
grave (see Fig. 2 above). Two of
them were decorated with anchors,
and previously some people have
interpreted this as a man buried in
the uniform of a British naval offi-
cer. But only 2 of the five are
anchor-decorated, and in fact,
looking at them more closely, it is
clear that even these two do not
match. This was not & uniform.
Nor can we even say for certain
that the buttons represented a
jacket.

We are also determining, to the
extent we can, exactly where items
were found within burials so that
we can make determinations as to
their actual placement at the time

of interment and so that they can
be represented on our maps and
drawings. For example the waist
and wrist beads, an African style of
adornment, found with the woman
labeled Burial 340 were drawn in
detail before removing them from
the ground. Other artifacts howev-
er, were recorded in a more cryp-
tic fashion in the field notes and we
need to reconstruct their actual
placement.

Beads for instance, can be wom
strung as jewelry or sewn to cloth,
or may be components of charms,
or collections of items with magic
properties. These possibilities’
need to be examined based on ex-.
actly how and where they were
found on the remains. Buttons,
likewise, can be found on clothing,
strung as pendants, or used in

charms, and we need to consi der
all possibilities.

Shroud pins, when recovered
(often they were too decayed and
appeared only as greenish stains
in the soil), do not just need to be.
identified, they need to be recorded
as to the exact location if at all pos-
sible, since this can tell us about
which individuals were wrapped
and how people were wrapped or
clothed for burial. Different ways of
treating the dead, may reflect eth-
nic differences. For example, cul-
ture specific views about the dest
nation of spirits of children who die,
may reflect change over time, or
other factors such as relative
poverty, family connections and so
forth.
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Fart It of this arficle will continue in the
Spring issue of Update with a focus
on coffins and coffin hardware from
an archaeological and historical per-
spective. Also to be discussed is the:
comparative research of burial
sites in Elmina and Jamaica.

To find out Who's Who on the
African Burial Ground Project see
page 13 of this issue.
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Allison Manfra

Wajeedah Anderson Beyah has been a
devoted voluntesr with the Office of Public
Education and Interpretation (OPEI) since
(1987, She recalls leaming of the Afrcan

Public Educator at OPElL She met Chadra
duringa Mothers Against Violence Program
at the African Burial Ground where

mothers who had experenced the loss of a
loved one, This mother of five children rec-
ogrized the importance of the Burial Ground
as proof of the Afdcan cordribution to the
‘construction of New York, At the Mothers
Against Violence Program, Wajeedah real-
ized the necessity of incorporating the
Adrcan Burial Ground into the classroom.
“Once a person knows where they come
from,” says Wajeedah, “then the violence
will stop.”

Wajeedah, & Cueens resident, is a poet and
educational consultant. She has been wiit-
ing poetry for more than thirly vears, and
describes her work as motivational, histor-
cal and informative. She is a spirffual writer,
wh, she says, has not forgotten her grass-
rools,

Her work is intended to inform the cornmu-
nity about the necessity of reforming the
school system, and Wajeedah believes her
poetry is & means of communicating her
views inferestingly and eflectively, She dis-
cusses issues such as school unfforms,
classroom size, and safety in schools at
-public hearings and community meetings. A
former poetry teacher for tenth and eleventh
graders, Wajeedah has done numerous
‘poetry readings for fashion shows, church-
.es, schools and other organizations, and
has been profiled In artickes in publications
such as the New York Times, The Harem
Newsletter, Arts and Sciences, and the
‘Comerstone, armong others.

Burial Ground through Chadra Pittman, a

Waieedah read her poems surmounded by

| Wajeedah Anderson yah
Photo eredit: Alllson Manfra

Upon meeting Chadra &l the Mothers
against Viclence March, Wajeedah acquir-
ed Alcan Bural Ground Rerature and
made her presence kKnown at several OPE]
events. She admits feeling awe at the spiri-
tual site of the African Burial Ground, and
encourages people she meets in the com-
munity to visit the site and the OPEL She
feels positive energy from the OPE! staff,
and believes the people working forthe pro-
ject are inspirational. Her positive experi-
erces at the OPEI, and the true history of
Africans in New York, as implicated by the
rediscovery of the Burial Ground, are faciors
which contribute to Wajeedah's interest in
he project.

As an OPEl volurteer, Wajeedah distibutes
information about the project to school offi-
cials, teachers, politicians, and chikdren.
She caries African Bural Ground  bro-
chures and fact sheets in her bag, and
never hesitates to share this materal with
anyone she comes in contact with at civic
meetings and in her travels. She distributes
this material throughout the clty, and encour-
ages the people she meets 1o contact the
OPEL

Wajeedah s passionate about education
and the safety of children, She feels the
African Burial Ground enables children to
recognize their history, and this knowledge
can diminish the aggression and frustration
children feel at school, There are some indi-

| viduals who, acconding to Wajeedah, do not

acknowledge the history andilegacy of
Africans in New York. Children leam very it-
tle about the true history of New York, and
this, says Wajeedah, may be the cause of
violence, misunderstanding, and lack of
arnbition among children. Wajeedah, when
speaking to children in her travels, encour-
ages them fo take the OPEI material fo their
teachers.

She advocates incomorating the history of
Alricans in New York and the African Burial
Ground into educational curicula. it is for
this reason that she has passed Alrcan
Burial Ground material on © Dr. Rudy Crew,
the Chancelior of the City of New York Board.
of Education. By incorporating this informa-
tion into the cumculum, the people of the
community wit be more understanding fo
their neighbors, and children will be less like-:
ly to contribute to viclence. Teachers will
reafize the history and legacy of Africans in
New York, and the children will realize the
contributions of their ancestors in the con-
struction of New York.

Waleedah views the African Burial Ground
as a historical and spirtual site where all
people can feel the spirit of the ances-
tors and the future. She believes this:
insight can bring people together. Her
dedication and accomplishment as a
volunteer are vital to the success of the
African Burial Ground Project. It is this
very dedication which is so imporiant
to the future of the Project.
bue

~ Learn more about the African Burial
Ground as a Volunteer or as an Student
_Intern -~ OPEI is currently accepting |

applications for College Interns for the
Summer of 1999




Remembering and Giving Thanks

Movernber 26, 1998 Martia Goodson, Ph.D.

I would like to apologize to the woman who came with her
children and who left because she didn't see us. The occa-
sion was the Thanksgiving Day Remembrance at the African
Burial Ground site. The rain and wind were clashing fiercely
outside. From my dry and warm vantage point inside the
lobby of 290 Broadway | spofted a group gathered at the site
at about 11:15 am,

We had all gathered to remember and give thanks to the
ancestors originally interred both at the site and throughout
the historic district. Their sacrifices, we had said, made it
possible for us to be here today. So we had come to contin-
ug our tribute which had begun the night befors, on
Wednesday. Starting at £:30 p.m., more than four dozen of
us had joined hands around the circle of flowers that adorned
the site. After a silent tribute, we honored the ancestors with
the pouring of a libation by a traditional spiritual leader. Then
we made our individual tributes to those who have gone
before, both in New York and around the world, It was diffi-
cult keeping our candles lit on that windy and chilly evening,
but we continued {0 try and | believe that some bonds were
formed as we tried 1o keep those flames alive. Soon we dis-
persed from the Burial Ground as we wished sach other a
Happy Thanksgiving.

The next morning, the rains had come and the site was silent
as | arrived. The circle of flowers remained. Several candles
were perched outside the fence. Some folk had gathered in
the lobby of 290 Broadway. | decided to walk up to the build-
ing both to see if there were others and to get out of the
weather, 1joined a half-dozen people and we waited for oth-
ers and formutated a plan. Just before we began, | walked
down to the east end of the lobby, the end closest o the sife,
and saw another & or 7 people through the window. They
were huddled at the site. | saw several little feet and legs.

| decided that | should go and summon them to come inside
the lobby. Before | could get outside, one woman and two
children in that group left. They had deposited their flowers in
the fence and left. Unfortunately, they thought that no one
else had come. Everyone else got directed to the lobby and
| decided to wait at the site until 11:30, in case anyone else
came.

By the time | re-entered the lobby we had enough people to
form a circle around the cosmogram and have our ritual:
moments of silence, tributes and an announcement of
upcoming plans to monitor the treatment of the African Burial
Ground Project. By this time, the rains had stopped and we
moved out to the site and helped each other put up flowers,
We poured libation again, and said our goodbyes. We all
understood that we will be back next year. Thanks to Dr.

Wilson and her staff, the volunteers and supporters of the
African Burial Ground Project,
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OPEI Calendar of Saturday Events

Sat., Jan. 30, 1999
Wolunteer Training
12:00-5:00 p.m.

/1'\,(

¢ Sat, Feb. 20, 1999
African Burial Ground Film Festival

12:00 - 5:00 p.m.

Sat., Mar. 27, 1999
Annual Youth Symposium
10:00 a.m, - 4:00 p.m.

Sat., Apr. 24, 1889
Volunteer Training
12:00 - 5:00 p.m.

Sat., May 22, 1999
Open House
12:00 - 5:00 p.m.
4 Sat, Jun, 19, 1999

OPEI Open to the Public
12:00-4:00 p.m.

Sat., July 24, 1989
Summer Educators Symposium
11:00-5:00 p.m.

Sat., Aug. 21, 1998
OPE! Open to the Public
12:00 - 5:00 p.m.

Sat., Sept. 18, 1999
African Burial Ground Film Festival
12:00 - 5:00 p.m,

Gat., Oct, 16, 1999
Volunteer Training
12:00-5:00 p.m.

Sat., Nov. 20, 1999
Fall Educators Symposium
11:00-5:00 p.m.

Sat., Dec, 18, 1999
Kwanzaa Film Festival
12:00 - 5:00 p.m.

For information and reservations
call (212) 432-5707




| THE MOST COMMONLY ASKED QUESTIONS ABOUT

Shenill D. Wilson, Ph.D.

i Thousands of questions continue to
‘be raised by scholars, educators,
‘young people, parents, grandpar-
‘ents, students and many others
‘about the history, physical analysis
iof the ancestral remains, politics,
-preservation efforts, commemoration
-and memorialization, and a variety of
‘related topics on the subject of the
New York African Burial Ground.

‘Those questions are routinely chan-
‘neled to the appropriate project
-researchers allowing for an interac-
itive relationship between the OPE]
‘public education team, the broad
‘audiences served by the OPE| and
‘the Project's principal investigators
.and directors.  This new column in
‘the Update newsletter is an effort to
ishare with the Update readership
'some of those questions and
‘answers. We welcome your questions,
Hetters, comments and e-mail,

1. Who advises the U.S. General
Services Administration (GSA)
‘about issues that concern the
African American Community and
the African Burial Ground?

Ein response to the initial community
‘outrage (1991-1992) over what was
‘viewed as the desecration (excava-
tion) of the sacred and long forgotien
118th century African Burial Ground, a
Federal Steering Committee (FSC)
‘was formed 1o advise the GEA on the
cconcerns of the New York African
descendant community. This com-
‘mittee was established following a
‘public hearing held in July of 1982 in
New York City by former U.S.
Congressman Gus Savage. Three
:mitlion dollars was also allocated by
‘the U.S. Congress to memorialize
the national and city landmark
(African Burial Ground Site.
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Savage adjourned the hearing
with a reprimand to the GSA:

“I am not going to be a part of
your disrespecting what people
here have lestified - scholars
have called-the most important
archaeological discovery in this
centuryl What 'm going to do

- (GUs Savage - is everything in
my power to make you change
your obstinacy and your disre-
spect for a sector of this city, and
with that having been said, this
commitiee is adjourned.” Many
of these committee members
had served on a Mayor's Blue
Ribbon Commitiee on the African
Burial Ground during the Din-
kin's administration,

The FSC served a iwo vear
tenure from 1992 1o 1894, It was
chaired by Howard Dodson, Schorm-
burg Chief and Peggy King Jorde, now
Project Executive for Memoriali-
zation, served as Executive Director.
The membership included Laurie
Beckelman, then Commissioner of
the Landmarks Preservation Com-
mission (LPC), New York State
Senator David Paterson, the late Dr.
John Henrik Clarke and violinist Noel,
Pointer, along with other New York
historians, museum heads, as well
as members of the descendant com-
munity,  Prior to its dissolution in
1884, the FSC submitted a detailed
plan for site preservation and com-
memoration to the U.S. Congress;
and the GSA, e

. :



The FSC was, despite public pro-
test, disbanded by the GSA upon
completion of the two year tenure.

At this writing, no community
group or organization advises
the GSA on any aspect of the
African Burial Ground Project. A
“National Management Team” con-
sisting of GSA management per-
sonnel have met on occasion
with Project Directors and se-
lect consultants. A number of in-
dividual scholars and profession-
als, most of whom are African
American, advise the GSA on the
Interpretive Center to be installed
in 290 Broadway and the Exterior
Memorial installation being plann-
ed for the preserved portion of the
African Burial Ground Site at
Duane Street and Republican
Alley.

2. How big was the original
African Burial Ground and why
was only a portion saved?

Based on historical maps and doc-
uments (see page 7), the original
African Burial Ground is believed to
be approximately 6 acres in size,
about 5 current day city blocks.
The African Burial Ground is
bounded by Duane Street (north),
Broadway (west), City Hall Park
(south) and Centre Street (east).
Much of the cemetery today lays
underneath buildings along Reade
and Chamber Streets and Broad-
way. Human remains have been
routinely uncovered along Cham-
bers Street and in City Hall Park.

Racial identification of these re-
imains have yet to be determined.
Much of the aforementioned prop-
erty is owned by the City of New
York and private owners. The nor-
ithern most portion of the African
Burial Ground is where temporary
‘.commemorative signage was in-
;stalled by the GSA. The signage
‘was collectively authored by the
former Federal Steering Commit-
itee.
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SEARCHING FOR ANSWERS

The dramatic historical and social sig-
nificance of the early research findings
produced by Dr. Blakey's team was
conveyed in a profound manner at the
November 21, 1998 presentations in
New Yark. Clearly, continuation of this
line of research deserves additional
support, since resolution of basic
qu«%t ions regarding the hastory of slav-
ery in this nation hangs in the balance.
But there are additional dimensions of
significance to the African Burial
Ground [ABG) Project that deserve
consideration in any discussion of fu-
ture support.

The genetic component of the ABG
Project stands out as an exemplary
grassroots initiative undertaken by citi-
zens to assert control over genomic
research. In an age where cilizens
have been largely shut out of decision-
making aboul government-sponsored
mega-science initiatives such as the
Human Genome Project, the New York
descendant community's struggle to
influence the course of genomic sci-
ence stands as an important and in-
spiring symbol of hope that other
genetic research programs can be

brought under the umbrelia of democ-|
ratic decision-making in the future.

Best Regards,

Gordon Mitchell

Assist, Professor of
Communications
University of Pitisburgh, F’A

Alafia,
{ am fascinated by the discovery of the
ancient burial ground with the remains.
of my ancestors. | am especially inter-
ested in the genetic anthropology.
being done, tracing what areas of
Africa different individuals originated
from. |believe the genetics should be
extendad to include the living descen-
dants of Africans in America, 10 trace
what parts of Africa we came from. I
would be the first in line for this testing.:
The answers will solve many historical
mysteries and give us a sense of iden-
tty. Kwame Ayamu

Cleveland, Ohio

(See Community Voices p. 12 for addition-
al commenis regarding Howard
University's scientific research)

Words to Live By

Martin Luther King, Jr.
192‘9 1968

“True Peace is not merely the absence of

tension; it is the presence of justice.”

“The straitjackets of race prejudice

and discrimination do not wear only
Southern labels. The subtle, psychological
technique of the North has approached, In
its ugliness and victimization of the Negro,
the outright terror and open brutality of the

South.”

*There Is nothing that expressed massive

civil disobedience any more than the Boston
Tea Par‘ty, and yet we give this to our young

“I have a drgam that my four little children will one day live in a nation
where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content

of thelr characier.

|

pmp e and our students as part of the great tradition of this nation. So { thi nkz we
are in good company when we break unjust laws, and | think those who are wiil-
ing to do it and accept the penalty are those who are part of saving the nation.”

| have a dream.”
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Cwmmumty Voices

Compiled by Dcmna Harden Cole
and Chadra D. Pittman

In the Fall 1998 issue of Update, we published an open
Hetter to the community from Dr. Michael L. Blakey, Pro-
ject and Scientific Director for the African Burial Ground.
His letter outlined how scientific goals, such as DNA
testing, are being undermined by the General Services
Administration’s decision to stop fundingand cited
itheir attempts fo compromise Project leadership. What
-are your thoughts or comments on this issue?

Dorothy Hibbert, Ph.Di,, Adjunct Professor

College of New Rochelle, N.Y.

Dr. Michael L. Blakey, the Project and Scientific Diractor for
ithe African Burial Ground has discovered some interesting
Hacets in the history of enslaved Africans. He has opened
up the possibility of descendants tracing thelr ancestry 1o
specific areas in Nigeria, Niger, Senegal and Benin, For
many Europeans this link to West African states will chal-
dlenge the assertion of being an unidentified and nameless
ipeople who were brought to the Americas. It would change
‘the equation in a way which would be upsetting 1o many
‘Euro-Americans. Now it would be possible to reunite many
families after five hundred years.

;m addition, Dr. Blakey's research has uncovered the fact
‘that there was a very high mortality rate among adolescent
.girls and women. This supports our thesis that slavery was
:a cruel and dehumanizing institution. The statistics refute
ithe claim of those who say that enslavers were kind to their
‘enslaved Africans. How kind could you be when new
Emrévais died in such extraordinary numbers?

:Another interesting piece of information has surfaced in ref-
ger&nce to the enslaved African children. His research has
‘uncovered the surprising fact that children born in Africa
dived healthier lives than those bom in New York. This
research is discomforting to those Euro-Americans who
want {o believe that slavery rescued Africans. Dr. Blakey
now states that slavery increased the morbidity of African
children, 1t is cerainly a blow to the long held belief that
American slavery improved our children’s health and wel-
Hare,

‘n conclusion, our enslaved ancestors introduced vaccina-
itions to the Americas. This bit of information is the last
straw. The enslaved Africans brought medical knowledge
which was responsible for saving both European and Afri-
can lives. It appears that our ancestors were ahead of their
enslavers in the practice of medicing. Vaccination is the
foremost tool being used to combat deadly diseases which
decimated populations five hundred years ago. It was our
ancestors who made this contribution to civilization, All of
us need to thank Dr. Michae! Blakey and his staff for their
iresearch which must be continued until its planned comple-
ition. -

0. Diane Adebowale

Higher Education Administrative Assistant, CUNY !
The painstaking research that Dr. Michael L. Blakey is mn
ducting on the remains of our African ancestors who lived in:
colonial New York is valuable beyond measure. The impor-
tance of this project cannot be over emphasized. All New§
Yorkers and all Americans need to know the results of hi3j§
findings.

Such a laborious undertaking cannot be accomplished with-
out the financial support outlined at the outset of the project
some seven years ago. We are just a year away from the
projected date of reinterment of our people’s remains.
Funding must not now be withdrawn. Project leadership
should not now become a dividing line. The original and pri-
mary focus of his efforts must be kept at hand. Time can-
not be wasted on distractions of this sort.

As, with God’s help, Dr. Blakey is doing his part, the Gene~
ral Services Administration is duty bound to do their part cas
well. Yes, we are speeding forth towards the 21st century,
in a changing and almost unrecognizable world. A world
where truth, honesty and trust are difficult to define and
even harder to experience. Not so with Dr. Blakey and his:
team. They are honestly searching for the truth and we can
trust them wholeheartedly to find and share it with us. A
promise is still a promise. With integrity and selflessness,:
Dr. Blakey is keeping his promise. The General Emwmaﬁ
Administration should certainly do the same,

Barbara Muniz, Founder and President

Black American Rools Soclety
This is just a wake up call. We haven't been lulled to sleep:
with the sweet sounds of promises, our eyes and minds are.
open and alert. Because we've won a few important battles’
in this war of history not repeating itself, the battle has not.
been won yet. 55

We are standing at the threshold of uncovering the hidden
truth about our ancestors that lived and died in New York:
during the colonial era. The truth will put us ahead, because.
when you know who you are and where you've been, you,
have a clear directior, of where you're going. Don't give
away the house just because the wolf is outside huffing and.
puffing and saying, “I'll blow your house down.” We are
doing good work and we won't come down. :

With all the new technology that is being used to test and
prove DNA In genetic cell comparison, it is vitally important,
that this testing take place in this Project. As a concemed
member of the grassroots community who has been in-
volved in the rediscovery of the African Bural Ground from!
its early beginnings, | recall there were many of us who,
stressed the importance of the spiritual significance of this
Froject, only to be told how important the scientific part of
this Project would be in determining genetic heredity. Now
let's not change in the middle of the stream, if we must go.
back out into the streets by marching or protesting that the.
government must keep its word, then so be it. Peaceful and,

successful demonstrations we know how to do. S
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‘We're not asking for wellare, If necessary we can support
iour own, just check our history,

‘Reverend Mother Khoshhali,

Interfaith Wisdom Service

The United States can no longer ignore African and African
American history, historical relics, artifacts, and human
remains (skeletons and coffins!!l). Neither can we throw the
bones back into the ground and “act like nothing ever hap-
pened.” Historical and DNA research must always contnue to
tell stories of what went on before: the tragedies, accom-
plishments, disease, health habits, economic conditions
and living standards, and lineage of the past. The govern-
‘ment must trust the judgement of the present researchers,
especially when it comes to reburial in the year 2,000,

ﬁﬂ@geamh is not a one-time, ten year project. It is an ongo-
iing process as all researchers know. Continued U.S. gov-
lernment funding of this historic project would be one of the
ways the U.S. and the British could begin to compensate for
ithe enslavement of human beings from the continent of
‘Africa, the West Indies and South America. Other races and
cultures have been, and still continue to be, adequately
compensated by the U.S. taxpayem money for the mutila-
tions, destructions, and repressions of their race and/or cul-
‘ture. Japanese people have been compensated for the
‘atomic bomb destruction caused by the U.S.; the holocaust
of the Jewish race under the regime of Hitler has been (still
‘continues to be) compensated financially; and under former
‘President Carter, they were able to build a memorial site
that can house their pictures, artifacts, and other important
‘historical information for the viewing of the peoples of today
:and the generations of tomorrow.

‘These historical sites are also necessary to: give recogni-
’gtiwn and respect 1o the free and enslaved peoples who
llabored and suffered in order that others might live free,
‘easy, and abundant lives. If the past behavior of the en-
islaver is not 1o be tolerated and repeated, and if the present
people are truly “sorry” for the inhuman treatment of the
Atrican peoples by the American and British peaples, then
we must continue the research and confinue 10 be funded
by the public through the U.S. taxpayer's money.

The African Burlal Ground Project should give first consid-
eration to gualified researchers and historians of African
descent especially in these days when there are many gua-
fified researchers available. These are the ones who have
a personal inferest in preserving their history. For the his-
ttory of America, African peoples, future generations, and for
ithe respect of buried freed and enslaved Africans, a decent
memaorial building should always be maintained! In due time
Fam sure government funding will still be there, but it will be
less and less -- due to their "priorities” and non-personal
interest.  We need to make affluent Africans and African
Ameticans more responsible and accountable for the
preservation of thelr history, which they should take on with
pride and enthusiasm!  Peace and Blessings,

Brother Sayeed Samad

African Burial Ground Volumeer and Community Activist

In the mame of God, the most Mercitul and the most Memy
Giving!!! 1 thank OPEI, your newsletter and its readers for,
the opporiunity to express my views about this very impor-
tant issue. Dr. Blakey in his open letter very accurately
restates the policy and fiscal challenges that face too many
non-governmental and not-for-profit organizations in our
community and the developing countries, globally. Most
imponiant about these challenges to our physical and psy-
chic developmental vehicles, like OPEl and the African
Burial Ground, is our understanding of these challenges
and our response to them,

One of the patterns that I've noticed over time, is that the
more important an organization is to me and my “tamily,” the:
more barriers there are to a stable budget, the more fragile;
the organization becomes and the more prone it is to
destruction. Why destroy OPEI and the archaeological
forensics of the African Burial Ground? Simply to keep in:
the “dark” what was not done in the “light” of American cul-:
ture - racism and oppression in the midst of the then new:
“democracy.”

I recommend that our response is not beymnd our means,
and the strategy should be a mix of options, including: ;
funding on all varieties of governmental levels, private cor-
porations, the general public, wealthy benefactors like
celebrities, special interest gmups like physicians 6e@kmq
knowledge of the archaeological background 1o maiam@s
afflicting contemporary African America, well planned spe-.
cial events, and in-kind or other than monetary donations, |

Some structural considerations should include: the recruit-
ment of gramsmanship experis already among us that we
too oflen under appreciate, the upgrade of some of our vol-
unteers 1o the status of unpaid professionals when possible
and their inclusion as a budget line ilem, the understanding
that a “campaign” is another level of warfare and an analy-
sis of how the African Burial Ground affects various groups
of people emotionally.

On our side, we have tremendous leverage: the GBA, our
governmental servants using our tax monies, should be
constantly reminded that their officers are unethically reneg-
ing on a set of negotiated issues from 1883, This allowed
the continued construction of the federal office building at
the site of the Atrican Burial Ground, the cessation of inter-
ference from, and the resulling suppor from the “descen-
dant community” on this imporiant sacred real estate.

The guestion | ask in return is, what do we value, what are
the values that you and | share and is the "house” of our
value system in order? If the answer to these questions are
positive, then the implementation of our solutions will not be;
far behind. Peace end Peace-out to our workers and
strivers at OPEL

b
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African Burial Ground
Update

Compiled by OPE! Staff

3 WORLD MONUMENTS WATCH

The landmark New York African Burial Ground Site has
recently been nominated for inclusion on the 2000-2001
World Monuments Fund, World Monuments Walch List of
100 Most Endangered Sites, The Alrican Burial Ground
was nominated by the National Association for African
American Heritage Preservation, and sponsored by the
ischomburg Research Center.  For information contact
‘Dr. Sherrill D. Wilson at OPEI (212) 432-5707.

(1 AFRICAN BURIAL GROUND COMMEMORATIVE
STAMP CAMPAIGN CONTINUES. In an effort to renew
‘our attempts to see the African Burial Ground commemo-
‘rated by the issuance of a series of postal stamps, the OPEI
iand the African Burial Ground Volunteers urge all African
‘Burial Ground Project supporters to continue to collect sig-
natures that will be submitted to the 1.8, Postal Service in
the summer of 1899. Al this writing 134,773 signatures
have been collected from 41 U.8. states and 25 countries
and territories abroad. We have already submitted 85,000
signatures to the U.S. Postal Services Stamp Committee
‘which reflects local, national and international support for
the commemoration of the Atrican Burial Ground. Our goal
is to submit one million signatures attesting to the lives and
contributions of African men, women and children who were
enslaved in 17th, 18th, and 18th century America,
Legislators who have submitied letters of suppont for this
commermorative effort are; U.S. Senators Frank Lautenberg
and Bill Bradley (both NJ). Congressmen Earle F.
Hiltiard (7th, AL), Floyd Flake (6th, NY), Eliot Engel
{17th, NY), Jerrold Nadier (8th, NY}, Eleanor Holmes
Norton (DC), ; NY Senators Nellie Santiago-Fernandez (17),
David A. Paterson (29), Marin Connor (25th); NY State
Assembly members Willlam Scarborough (28), Edward
Griffith (40), Aurelia Greene (77); and New York City
Council Members Victor Robles (34) Julia Harrison (20),
Walter L. McCaffrey (26), Lloyd Henry (45), Ronnie M.
Eldridge (8).

‘Please return all signed petitions to the OPEI by May
31, 1999, Anyone interested in joining the AFRICAN BUR-
IAL GROUND PROJECT VOLUNTEERS who continue to
spearhead this historical effort, please contact Marie-Alice
Devieux at (212) 432-5707 (See page 15 for the 1999
Commemorative Stamp Petition).

O VOLUNTEER RECOGNITION. In recognition of the ded-
ication and exemplary service of the African Burial Ground
Volunteers to the people of the United States, and citizens
.of the world, the collective and select Volunteers of the Year
:have been nominated to recelve the 1999 Presidential
Service Awards. The Office of Public Education and

Interpretation (OPEI) has trained nearly 200 individuals;
from New York, New Jersey, Connecticut, Pennsylvania,;
and the District of Columbia between 1993 and 1998, The
individuals nominated for this national honor are Dr. Joseph:
Jackson, (Recipient of the Volunteer Excellence Award
1665}, Bhonda Best, (Volunteer of the Year 1987), Ruth Y.
Harden, (Volunieer of the Year, 1898), and Dr. Martia
Goodson, (Volunteer of the Year 1998},

_ MEMORIALIZATION UPDATE
From the Desk of the Project Executive
Peggy King Jorde

lin} " 2 g

3 An Open Invitation to the Community
Thank you all for your ongoing input on the African Burial
Ground Memorialization. Your comments, questions, sug-
gestions and constructive criticism continue to make a
tremendous impact. In recent months your phone calls, and
feedback at public events have had an ongoing theme: how.
to memorialize the African Burial Ground between now and,
when the Interpretive Center and Exterior Memorial are
installed, and what can members of the community do o
help with memorialization? :

Some of your feedback inspired us to consider the use of
the federal office building’'s lobby rotunda and corridors,
which currently house federally funded permanent art
installations commemorating the African Bural Ground. A
“performance series,” held among these art installations, is
the type of idea some of you have asked us to consider,
With Atrican American Heritage Month rapidly approaching,
this seems a particularly intriguing idea. The goals of such:
a series would be to enhance the African Burlal Ground's
presence within New York's civic center, encourage greater,
public visitation, and enable the community to reclaim the.
site as a "living” memcrial. This efiort may serve as a form
of "pilgrimage” to the site for years to comel

Now we'd like to hear from you again. Flease let us know:
who your community choirs, youth groups, and mua%cianai
are. We'll let you know how this idea progresses. Thank
you again. j
Address inquiries to: :

Peggy King Jorde, Project Executive,

26 Federal Plaza, Room 1608, New York, NY 10278;
tel: 212-264-6948, fax: 212-264-4082,
g-mail: peggy king-jorde @ gsa.gov
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(Continued from Page 1)

{GSA is pleased 1o state that each of the three major
areas of the African Burial Ground Project (scientific

émmmum‘ty. Our three African American consultants
‘currently have over $9 million in contracts, with an
-expectation that these contracts will soon exceed $10
million.

Wez are fulfilling our commitment to the Federal
Steering Committee and to Congress on the following
pmj@m components:

Interpretive Center. Finalists are expected to be
‘announced this winter and the Center is expected to
open in early 2001. GSA has added $650,000 in fur-
ther support to this $1.2 million contract for design and
construction.

Exterior Memorial. OQutreach on this procurement
has been very successful and we have a record num-
‘ber of responses. Finalists are expected to be
aannounced early next year, and the Memorial opening
is planned for 2002.

Reinterment. After the Exterior Memorial is in place
:on the site, the human remains currently undergoing
istudy at Howard University will be returned to New
York. The remains will be placed in wooden coffins
:and then in porous vaults for below ground reinter-
ment, per the recommendations of the Federal
Steering Committee.  Reinterment is planned for
2,002.

Ceremony. The human remains will be reinterred
with appropriate ceremony, per the recommendations
of the Federal Steering Committee.

Interior Art. GSA has had competitive procurements
for six works of art for the lobby of 290 Bmadway
Five of these are already installed and the sixth is
expected in Fall 1999,

Howard University has a current contract for $5.2
million dollars which runs through April 30, 1999. In
response to the University’s requests, we have given
31 months of extension to what began as one 36-
:month contract. Since reinterment is not anticipated
before 2002, GSA can continue to give Howard
University extensions on this current $5.2 million study
of the human remains for at least an additional 18
months.

in May 1998 we asked for detailed proposals on four
additional projects which the University has outlined.
We look forward to reviewing these proposals when

research; public education and outreach; and memo-
ialization) are lead by members of the descendent’

they arrive. ‘We are currently reviewing a proposal;
submitted by the University on December 30, 1998 to
take over work performed by another contractor. We
look forward to continuing our on-going negotiations
with Howard University on all aspects of the African
Burial Ground research.-

Otfice of Public Education and Interpretation
(OPEl). This office has been funded by GSA for six:
years. GSA has spent almost $4 million to date on this
outreach effort. OPELl's current annual contract is in
excess of $700,000, and we anticipate funding OPEI
through the opening of the Interpretive Center,
planned for 2001.

The OPEI functions as the agency’s public outreach
and education program for the Burial Ground, and
publishes a quarterly newsletter with general informa-
tion on the African Burial Ground, as well as updates
on the status of the research at Howard University and
on the Interpretive Center and Exterior Memorial. The.
newsletter has a distribution of 15,000 copies interna-
tionally. The OPEl's outreach efforts are very suc-
cessful. In November, for example, they distributed
close to 17,000 copies of materials related to the Afri-:
can Burial Ground. And in the last year alone, they
gave nearly 13,000 tours, slide presentations and site
tours to interested individuals, school and profession-
al groups. In addition to funding the annual OPEI con-:
tract, GSA further supports this outreach effort by pro-
viding overtime staff and facility services for the!
forums, open houses and film festivals which the
OPEI conducts on weekends.

Project Executive for Memorialization. Ms. Peggy
King Jorde has a three year, $210,000 contract that
runs through October 19989,

GSA is proud of our continued commitment to the his-
toric African Burial Ground and looks forward to con-
tinuing to fulfill our mitigation and memorialization:
requirements as dictated by Congress and stipulated.
in the MOA, as amended.

Sincerely,

Thurman M Davis, Sr.,
Deputy Administrator
LS. General Services Administration
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PETITION FOR AFRICAN BURIAL GROUND
COMMEMORATIVE STAMP SERIES STATUS

We, the undersigned parties, who are committed to the recognition and preservation of the heritage
of Africans and their descendants in the Americas, request that the African Burial Ground in the
National Historic District of New York be recommended for the Commemorative Stamp Series
status and approval by the Postmaster General.

There is no age requirement to sign the petition

NAME COMPLETE ADDRESS City State Zip
{(Please Print Clearly) Number, Street, Apt #

Return to: Office of Public Education and Interpretation
of the African Burial Ground
6 World Trade Center
LS, Custom House, Rm 238
New York, NY 10048
Tel. (212) 432-5707 Fax (212) 432-5920

Plesse return as soon as possible.
All petitions must be returned by May 31, 1998
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ffice of Public Education and Interpretation
of the African Burial Ground
U.S. Custom House

6 World Trade Center, Rm. 239
New York, N.Y. 10048

ADDRESS

Vil ”MH of the «m

Afwcan Burml Gmun&




